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Europeanization at the memorial sites of former 
nazi concentration camps in Poland...
the cases of auschwitz, majdanek and Kulmhof
The European Dream is based on the belief that recent mortal enemies may become 
neighbors and cooperate closely with each other. As many shocking examples in the 
last decades have shown, how fast peaceful coexistence between neighbors may turn 
into mortal hate and murder, the European dream must be understood as a cultur­
al asset of primary importance with eternal relevance.1
The question of the ownership of memory and education at former Nazi concen-
tration camp sites has been the subject of a significant number of publications 
and conferences in Poland in recent years.2 At the same time, the utmost sensi-
tive nature of these physical and symbolical liéux de mémoire, to use Pierre Nora’s 
1 Aleida Assmann, „Ku europejskiej kulturze pamięci?” in: Między historią a pamięcią. Antologia, 
Aleida Assmann (ed.), Warszawa 2013, p. 275.
2 On the function of the museums at former Nazi concentration and death camps in the process 
of memory-making see: Tomasz Kranz (Director of the State Museum at Majdanek), „Muzea 
w byłych obozach w Polsce jako forma instytucjonalizacji pamięci,” Łambinowicki Rocznik Muzeal­
ny, vol. 26 (2003), pp. 9−22; Obóz­Muzeum. Trauma we współczesnym wystawiennictwie, Małgorzata 
Fabisiak, Marcin Owsiński (eds.), Kraków 2013; Edukacja muzealna w Polsce. Aspekty, konteksty, 
ujęcia, Wiesław Wysok, Andrzej Stępnik (eds.), Lublin 2013, pp. 39−68. On the role and func-
tion of exhibitions in museums of that kind see Tomasz Kranz, Ausstellungen in KZ­Gedenkstät­
ten. Zur musealen Präsentation von Geschichte, Landschaft und Gedächtnis, available for download 
on the website of the State Museum at Majdanek, http://www.majdanek.eu/images/media/T.
Kranz_Ausstellungen.in.KZ-Gedenkstatten.pdf (accessed: 26.02.2016).
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concept,3 is still vividly discussed within Europe and beyond, as the raison d’être 
of the contemporary museums are the unprecedented mass crimes committed at 
these sites between 1939−45 by Nazi Germany. Although Poland does not bear the 
moral responsibility for the mass crimes perpetrated in the German concentra-
tion and extermination camps, it still struggles and has to deal with this difficult 
heritage. Nevertheless, contemporary Poland has adopted a position towards the 
tangible and intangible heritage of these sites on its contemporary state territo-
ry. In this respect, a shift in the perspective has occurred over the last three de-
cades marked by the collapse of Communism in Poland (1989) and its accession 
to the European Union (2004). According to Aline Sierp, throughout Europe the 
national framework of commemoration has tended to gradually lose its status as 
the main reference point and other frameworks (regional, European, global) have 
gained in importance. The question is therefore if the national memory discourse 
in Poland is in line with this trend and shows the rising impact of the basic ideas, 
guidelines and tendencies which accompany the European integration process.4
Museums at former concentration and death camp sites are both physical 
and symbolic places of memories of the darkest period of modern human his-
tory. Despite the increasing distance in time, they are gaining in importance as 
“subjects of a European memory culture”5 about the Nazi mass murder of the 
Jews (and to a lesser extent other nations). Dan Diner, according to Aleida Ass-
mann, understands the Holocaust as the “paradigmatic lieu de mémoire” and as 
a “common point of reference” of the European past.6 Sites of traumatic memory 
are related to an eternally present, outwardly painful period in the past which 
never can be assigned a positive meaning.7
In the following, the possible influence of the consequences and concomi-
tants of the integration of Poland into the EU on museums in situ at former Nazi 
concentration and death camps in contemporary Poland will be examined. The 
analysis is based on three cases: the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, the State 
Museum at Majdanek and the Museum of the Former Kulmhof Death Camp in 
Chełmno on Ner. I will investigate the impact of the Europeanization process 
3 See: Pierre Nora, The Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, New York 1997. 
4 Aline Sierp, History, Memory and Trans­European Identity, New York 2014, p. 5.
5 Tomasz Kranz, “Muzea w byłych obozach w Polsce…,” op. cit., p. 9.
6 Aleida Assmann, “Europe: A community of memory? Twentieth Annual Lecture of the GHI, 
November 16, 2006,” GHI Bulletin, 40 (2007), http://www.ghi-dc.org/files/publications/bulletin/
bu040/011.pdf (accessed: 30.01.2016), p. 13.
7 Aleida Assmann, “Pamięć miejsc – autentyzm i upamiętnienie” in: Między historią a pamięcią…, 
op. cit., p. 174.
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on the way memorial sites at former concentration camp premises function 
and create meaning. The question is if and why Europe matters in this regard. 
My analysis aims to cover three aspects: formal benefits, changes in exhibition 
contents and the development of the educational offer. Apart from cooperation 
projects with EU institutions or the participation in EU funded projects, the is-
sue of the democratization of memory will be taken into consideration to see to 
what extent exhibitions and the presented narratives changed over the period 
1985−2015.8 Furthermore, the chapter proposes a consideration on how far the 
different visitors groups are invited to participate in creating new interpreta-
tions and to what extent. Do educational projects include wider perspectives like 
other genocides or the reactions of the surrounding population to the camp’s 
existence and the attitude of the outside world to the Holocaust? Finally, it will 
be investigated if the general notion of human rights as the foundation for the 
future prevention of persecution, ethnic cleansing and genocide is present in 
the educational offer at the museums.
museums in situ, trauma in collective memory and democratization
Tomasz Kranz coined the term “museum-cemeteries”9 to emphasize three spe-
cific functions of memorial sites and museums at former concentration and 
death camp sites: the documentation of the traumatic history, the cultivation 
of memory and the confrontation with the past for educational and didactical 
aims. According to Kranz, “they [museum-cemeteries] are therefore carriers of 
the past, components of memory culture, subjects of historical communication 
and centers of social interplay on a local, regional and international level.”10
In post-war Poland, the national narrative was dominant and the main aim 
of museum-cemeteries was to cultivate the memory of Polish martyrdom.11 But 
8 In the year 1985, the first of the analyzed museum exhibitions (the Polish national exhibition 
at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum) has been created. With a few changes undertaken in 
the meantime, it is still open for visitors.
9 Tomasz Kranz, “Muzea martyrologiczne jako przestrzenie pamięci i edukacji” in: Obóz­Muze­
um. Trauma we współczesnym wystawiennictwie, Małgorzata Fabiszak, Marcin Owsiński (eds.), 
Kraków 2013, p. 53.
10 Ibid., p. 54. 
11 For Auschwitz, see for example Jonathan Huener, Auschwitz, Poland and the Politics of Comme­
moration, 1945−1979, Ohio 2003. For Majdanek, see Krzysztof Banach, “Exhibiting Violence or 
Teaching Values? Historical Exhibitions at a Modern Museum of Martyrdom,” Przegląd Histo­
ryczny, Vol. CVII, Issue 1 (2016), p. 75−98. 
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especially at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, the international charac-
ter was present already before 1989 – even though not in the correct historical 
proportions12 − and was dominated by Communist propaganda. Furthermore, 
under Communism the museums at Auschwitz and Majdanek13 were vivid ex-
amples of politically motivated memory politics. In the first exhibitions in the 
late 1940s and 1950s, the narrative in both museums concentrated on the heroic 
role of the Red Army “liberators”14 and the millions of anonymous “victims of 
fascism.” The different victim groups, including the Jews as the main subjects 
of extermination, were not exposed.15 Throughout the entire Communist peri-
od, monuments and exhibition descriptions on former concentration camp sites 
continued to talk about the mass killings of “people,” “prisoners” and “victims,” 
without naming their nationalities and the reason for their persecution.16 While 
the Communist narrative vanished with the political changes after 1989, the pro-
cess of adapting contents to contemporary visitors and needs is still an ongoing 
one. In the last few years, the majority of museum-cemeteries have undergone 
renovation works (often with the financial support of EU structural funds)17 and 
introduced new exhibitions.
The analysis of the possible impact of Europeanization on Holocaust 
memorial sites in Poland is important due to the central meaning of the mass 
murder of the European Jews and other groups during the Second World War 
for Europe and the Western world. Scholars have emphasized the role of the 
12 As T. Kranz writes, the “internationalization of memory” was visible in the common name of the 
memorial site in communist times “monument of martyrdom of the Polish nation and others,” 
which emphasized the international character of the victims, but did not highlight the fate of 
the European Jews who represent over 90 percent of the overall number of victims of Auschwitz 
(Tomasz Kranz, “Muzea w byłych obozach w Polsce…,” op. cit., p. 14).
13 Krzysztof Banach writes about the “considerable propaganda value” of the former camp site at 
Majdanek with regards to the politics of the Polish communist party in the first post-war years. 
According to him, the first exhibition in the newly established museum was specifically design-
ed in order to present a certain narrative about the liberation by the Soviet army and a “certain 
canonical interpretation of how the camp operated, its various groups of inmates and the num-
ber and nationality of its victims” (Krzysztof Banach, op. cit., p. 79).
14 In fact, both camps were almost empty prior to the arrival of the Red Army on 22nd July 1944 
(Majdanek) and 27th January 1945 (Auschwitz) due to the evacuation of the majority of the pri-
soners by the SS.
15 For Majdanek, see Krzysztof Banach, op. cit., pp. 75−98. For Auschwitz, see Helena Webster, 
“Auschwitz State Museum: Collective Memory and The Contested Landscape” in: The Politics 
of Making, Mark Swenarton, Igea Troiani, Helena Webster (eds.), New York 2007, pp. 208−20.
16 Krzysztof Banach, op. cit., p. 81.
17 With regards to Majdanek, Auschwitz and Kulmhof, this will be discussed below.
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Holocaust as the negative founding myth of Europe18 and the increasing impact 
of the past in the contemporary formation of identity on different levels (local, 
regional, national and transnational).19 The new tendencies in the formation of 
collective identities, disentangled from the concept of nationhood since the late 
1980s, encompass both downward movements toward disintegration and up-
ward movements toward integration on a higher level.20 Acknowledging the 
centrality of the Holocaust for 20th century Europe, the role of museums and 
the concept of memorial pedagogy has gained in importance for nation states 
and the EU as a whole. The concept of trauma as a foundational pillar within 
the widely discussed question whether a common European heritage21 exists 
and what it includes, has been called “heritage as trauma” by Gerard Delanty.22
If trauma (with the Holocaust in a cutting-edge role) is therefore one of the 
major reference points for European heritage and identity, museums at former 
concentration and death camps, together with their pedagogical concepts, are 
central carriers of memory and meaning. According to Wiesław Wysok – Cu-
rator at the Majdanek State Museum – memorial pedagogy is a “form of social 
and political education, it accentuates the necessity for a critical confrontation 
of history, it combines the commemoration of the victims of the Nazi dictator-
ship with the creation of behavior patterns and values appreciated in democrat-
ic societies.”23 Museums at memorial sites can possibly play an important role 
in disseminating knowledge and raising awareness about the history of dis-
crimination and persecution, including contemporary dangers Europe faces. 
As Aleida Assmann formulates, collective identities “require both a common 
goal for the future and common points of reference in the past.”24 Hence, due 
to its unprecedented scale of mass murder in European history, the Holocaust 
must necessarily be a point of reference for the process of developing a collective 
18 Claus Leggewie, “Seven Circles of European Memory,” Eurozine (2010), http://www.eurozine.
com/articles/2010-12-20-leggewie-en.html (accessed: 15.11.2015).
19 Aleida Assmann, „Europe: A community of memory…,” op. cit., p. 13.
20 Ibid., p. 11.
21 For an account on European heritage, see: Krzysztof Kowalski, O istocie dziedzictwa europej­
skiego – rozważania, Kraków 2013.
22 Gerard Delanty, „European Heritage from a Cosmopolitan Perspective”, LEQS Paper, 19 (2010), 
LSE Europe in Question, Discussion Paper Series, p. 14. In his paper, Delanty identifies four main 
narratives for the discussion about European heritage: heritage as a shared political tradition, 
heritage as a unity in diversity, heritage as trauma and cosmopolitan heritage.
23 Wiesław Wysok, “Edukacja w muzeach upamiętniania ‘in situ’. Postulaty, możliwosci i granice 
oddziaływania dydaktycznego” in: Edukacja muzealna w Polsce. Aspekty, konteksty, ujęcia, Wiesław 
Wysok, Andrzej Stępnik (eds.), Lublin 2013, p. 40.
24 Aleida Assmann, ”Europe: A community of memory…,” op. cit., p. 12.
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identity for European citizens. Museum-cemeteries link the past with the future 
by connecting today’s human rights issues with the Holocaust and have a very 
important role to play within the process of European integration.25 In the best 
case, they “Europeanize” through the postulation of common values, tolerance, 
inclusion and non-discrimination and perfectly conform with the main pillars 
of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.26
Europeanization for the purpose of this research is not considered to be 
an exclusive phenomenon. While it is relatively easy to distinguish between na-
tional and transnational perspectives in the wider sense, it seems to be almost 
impossible to draw a clear line between European and global/pan-European/
Western contexts. Europeanization therefore is understood as a multidirection-
al process, including a formal approach (including EU funded projects and 
formal documents, statements and resolutions by central EU institutions), the 
concept of the democratization of memory, and the dissemination of universal 
values by the museums. This perspective corresponds with the social construc-
tivist conception of Delanty and Rumford, which emphasizes the multifaceted 
conditions of the construction process of “Europe.”27 History is here a dimen-
sion which “sees the past as prefigured in and by discourses, stories, memories 
and other cultural products.”28 The role of museum-cemeteries here is to create 
a common framework of historical knowledge and narratives, in which the Eu-
ropean Union, its member states and other non-governmental actors operate 
nowadays with the aim of unifying Europe.
The way in which museums affect the visitors‘ knowledge and attitudes 
depends on the narrative (which in its nature is only a selection of historical facts) 
and organization, aims and methods of exhibitions. In this respect, museum-cem-
eteries are subject to similar trends regarding the art of exhibiting as other muse-
ums. In line with the on-going trend to postmodern, interpretative museums,29 the 
25 For more information about the role of the Holocaust in human rights education, see the “To-
olkit on the Holocaust and Human Rights Education in the EU” of the European Union Agen-
cy for Fundamental Rights, available under: http://fra.europa.eu/fraWebsite/toolkit-holocaust-
-education/index.htm (accessed: 6.03.2016).
26 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union 2000/C 364/01), text in English: http://
www.europarl.europa.eu/charter/pdf/text_en.pdf (accessed: 22.02.2016).
27 Gerard Delanty, Chris Rumford, Rethinking Europe. Social Theory and the Implications of Europe­
anization, Oxford 2007, p. 2.
28 Klas-Göran Karlsson, “The Holocaust as a History-Cultural Phenomen” in: How the Holocaust 
Looks Now. International Perspectives, Martin L. Davies, Claus-Christian Szejnmann (eds.), New 
York 2007, p. 87.
29 See for example: Nina Simon, The Participatory Museum, San Francisco 2010.
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presented past is reduced to a frame of reference in the process of contemporary 
identity building.30 In such museums, the visitor slips into the role of an inter-
preter of meanings and narratives – the presented artefacts and information can 
be viewed, read, interpreted and compiled in more or less deliberate sequences 
and sets. There is no fixed, predetermined and one-sided top-down narrative to 
be transmitted from the museum to the visitor, as in earlier periods. This pro-
cess of change, described by Łucja Piekarska-Duraj as the “museum triangle,”31 
with the democratic museum as the most inclusive form of interaction between 
museum, visitor and community, is a useful tool to analyze the directions of de-
velopment in museum-cemeteries: do they follow this trend from a top-down 
transfer of historical facts and meaning towards a more inclusive, interpretative 
and democratic approach?
auschwitz, majdanek, Kulmhof – the possible impact of European 
narratives on museum-cemeteries
Poland has eight museums on sites of former concentration and death camps.32 
This chapter is based on three case studies of museum-cemeteries in contempo-
rary Poland: Auschwitz, Majdanek and Kulmhof. The Auschwitz-Birkenau State 
Museum has been chosen as the biggest and most well-known museum-ceme-
tery. Furthermore, “Auschwitz” functions as the symbol of the Holocaust with 
a constantly rising number of visitors at this site (with as many as 1.72 million 
visitors in 2015).33 Every year – on the 27th January on the occasion of the libera-
tion anniversaries – the world’s attention is centred on this former Nazi concen-
tration and death camp. What is crucial in light of this reflection is that the de-
velopment of the national and central exhibitions and other renovation tasks is 
a widely discussed topic in the public sphere not only in Europe, but in the whole 
world. The State Museum at Majdanek – the second studied case – is the oldest 
30 For more on this topic, see the chapter “Democratization as an Aspect of Heritage Europeani-
zation. The Museum Triangle” by Łucja Piekarska-Duraj in this volume. 
31 Ibid.
32 As such, the following museums are counted: Majdanek (State Museum at Majdanek), Sobibór 
(Museum of the Former Death Camp in Sobibór), Kulmhof (Museum of the Former German 
Kulmhof Death Camp in Chełmno on Ner), Stutthof (Stutthof Museum in Sztutowo), Gross-Ros-
en (Gross Rosen Museum in Rogoźnica), Treblinka (Regional Museum Siedlce – Museum of 
Struggle and Martyrdom in Treblinka), Auschwitz (Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum) and 
Bełżec (Museum-Memorial Site in Bełżec).
33 Official statistics on the website of the museum: www.auschwitz.org (accessed: 10.01.2016).
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museum-cemetery in Europe (opened already in November 1944). Both muse-
ums are state institutions and function under the auspices of the Polish Minis-
try of Culture.34 The Museum of the Former German Death Camp Kulmhof in 
Chełmno on Ner – which is the last case – is a relatively young institution. In 
its present organizational form, it has existed since 2013 and is regionally gov-
erned.35 Despite a number of dynamic initiatives and restoration plans, the mu-
seum and memorial site is still relatively unknown among tourists and poten-
tial visitors other than those from the region (2014 – ca. 25,000 visitors in total). 
Projects and exhibitions are prepared by the local staff, and to date there are no 
permanent cooperation projects with NGOs and museums from abroad.
In the following section of the chapter, four aspects will be analyzed for the 
three museums at the former concentration and death camp sites at Auschwitz, 
Majdanek and Kulmhof: EU-funded projects, museum narratives, citizenship 
and victimhood and – finally – the dissemination of European/universal values 
in educational projects.
EU-funded projects
All three museums (Auschwitz, Majdanek and Kulmhof) have received grants 
from EU funds in the financial perspective 2007−13. The Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museums realized two projects in the framework of the Infrastructure 
and Environment European Operational Program, which included conserva-
tion works of the wooden barracks at the Auschwitz II-Birkenau site and brick 
buildings at the Auschwitz I site.36 However, only 2 percent of all funds received 
by the museum in 2015 came from EU programs (54 percent from the own rev-
enues of the museum, 27 percent from the Polish Ministry of Culture and Na-
tional Heritage and the remaining 19 percent were assured by the earmarked 
34 Both museums were formally established on the basis of the Act of 2 July 1947 on the commem-
oration of martyrdom of the Polish Nation and other Nations in Oświęcim (Journal of Laws of 
1947, No. 52, item 265, as amended).
35 The first steps towards the creation of a museum at the site of the camp and mass graves were 
taken in 1987, when the local governor handed over the territory to the District Museum in Ko-
nin, which opened the site as a branch in 1990. Since July 2013, it is a branch of the Martyrdom 
Museum in Żabikowo.
36 These included the project “The conservation of five wooden barracks at Auschwitz II-Birkenau” 
realized in 2009−12 and the project “Conservation and structural work on buildings at the Aus-
chwitz I Site – Blocks with inventory numbers A-2 and A-3” realized in 2009–13. The financial 
aid amounted to appr. €4,36 million. For more information, see http://auschwitz.org/en/muse-
um/preservation/projects-eu/ (accessed: 28.02.2016).
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funding of the abovementioned ministry, the Auschwitz-Birkenau Foundation 
and a direct subsidy from the European Commission within the project “Au-
schwitz – Preserving Authenticity – Nine Tasks for 2012−15”).37
The State Museum at Majdanek as a public entity is mainly financed 
by the Polish Ministry of Culture and National Heritage and own revenues. 
Furthermore, it received a grant from the Regional Operational Program of 
the Lublin Voivodship 2007−13 for the adaption of a barrack for exhibitions 
(ca. €275,000).38 In the years 2008−14, the museum invested over €4 millon in 
modernization projects.
The Museum of the Former Kulmhof Death Camp in Chełmno on Ner is 
financed locally by the Marshal’s Office of the Wielkopolska Region and is, un-
like Auschwitz and Majdanek, not a state entity.39 So far it has realized one EU 
funded project in the financial perspective 2007−13 within the Regional Opera-
tional Program for the Wielkopolska Region, which included the construction 
of an exhibition building, new alleys and new forms of commemoration in the 
Rzuchów forest (site of the mass graves).40 Due to its scope, the grant played 
a fundamental and crucial role in the existence of the museum in its present form.
Narratives in Auschwitz
The specific of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, besides its large re-
maining historic infrastructure and its status as “symbol of the Holocaust,” 
is the division into a general exhibition and a number of national exhibitions, 
which are both located in the original brick blocks at the site of the Auschwitz 
I main camp, as well as a photo display in the former central sauna building 
at the Auschwitz II-Birkenau site. The national exhibitions are created by insti-
tutions from the respective country, sometimes in cooperation with archives, 
37 Report 2015. Auschwitz­Birkenau State Museum, Bartosz Bartyzel, Paweł Sawicki (eds.), Oświęcim 
2016, http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/museum-reports/ (accessed: 1.03.2016), p. 65.
38 Raport roczny 2014. Państwowe Muzeum na Majdanku, Agnieszka Kowalczyk-Nowak (ed.), Lublin 
2015, http://www.majdanek.eu/images/media/pmm-rr2014-net.pdf (accessed: 1.02.2016), p. 17.
39 Interview with the Head of the Museum Piotr Wąsowicz, 21st November 2015.
40 The project “Conservation of European and global cultural heritage. Investment project for the 
former German Kulmhof Death Camp in Chełmno on Ner aiming at the increase of its museum 
and touristic values” is financially supported with appr. €344,000 from EU funds and includes 
infrastructure construction works besides the conservation of the original remains (foundations, 
personal belongings of the victims) and the improvement of cooperation opportunities with vo-
lunteers and entities from outside (schools, universities). More information is provided on the 
website of the museum under www.chelmno-muzeum.eu (accessed: 1.03.2016).
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experts and institutions, and consulted with the Auschwitz-Birkenau State 
Museum. This system provides an example of how the state-owned muse-
um entitles national institutions from the respective countries to create the 
memory of their citizens who perished at Auschwitz. It could be argued that 
a form of Europeanization could be stated if the following aspects are pres-
ent in the national exhibitions: firstly, focus on individual fates rather than 
“big history” narratives; secondly, an inclusive approach to citizenship and 
victimhood rather than an ethnic nationalist one, and thirdly new democratic 
participation forms in the exhibition, which engage the visitor in creating nar-
ratives and meanings of the presented contents rather than top-down narra-
tives.41 The Polish, Sinti and Roma, and French exhibitions have been chosen 
for time, content and narrative-related reasons on the basis of an analysis of 
all 10 national exhibitions.
the Polish exhibition “The Struggle and Martyrdom of the Polish Na-
tion 1939−1945” was inaugurated in the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in 
1985 before the end of Communism in Poland and is an example of a general, 
number-based approach without a focus on individual fates. In the 1990’s, the 
exhibition was extended three times (1994, 1997/1998 and 1999).42 The exhibi-
tion starts with general information about the German invasion of Poland in 
1939 and the racist and imperial policy of Hitler against the Polish nation. The 
same purpose serves a second part of the display which is entirely covered with 
black-white photos from different concentration camps, mainly taken upon lib-
eration by the allies. The images include piles of naked corpses, extreme pictures 
of dead tortured children and a close up, zoomed in photo of a corpse hang-
ing in the barbed wire fence. The shown corpses do not represent individual 
fates, they are rather used as a radical illustration of the scale and cruelty of the 
Nazi crimes committed in Poland during the war. In 1994, based on the archive 
of Stanisław Maria Jankowski, affiliated with the Independent Research Com-
mittee for the Katyń Massacre, the exhibition was extended to include descrip-
tions of Soviet crimes (the Katyń massacre and the mass expulsions of Polish 
citizens to Siberia).43 Due to censorship, these issues could not be covered in 
the initial exhibition in 1985. In 1999, the museum added a separate wall dedi-
cated to “Poles in the Auschwitz concentration camp” which occupies a rather 
41 For more on this topic, see the chapter by Łucja Piekarska-Duraj in this volume (op.cit.).
42 E-mail correspondence with Mirosław Obstarczyk, staff member of the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum, 29th February 2016.
43 Ibid.
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small area within the entire arrangement. Although this part includes person-
al evidence cards of prisoners and camp photographs, the faces shown are just 
examples for the suffering of the Polish nation without any additional details 
(such as pre-war life, fate in the camp and life after the liberation). The exhibi-
tion includes an artistic installation composed of a large group of dummies in 
prisoner dresses on a gravel road next to a barbed wire fence: the dummies are 
bent over, they have no faces and individual features and symbolize clearly the 
mass scale of torturing and suffering. The Polish national exhibition – created 
still in the Communist period and extended in the 1990s – overall presents an 
unequivocal example of a traditional top-down museum narrative. The fate of 
Poles in the Auschwitz concentration camp is only one of many subjects present-
ed in the exhibition. With the Soviet crimes and the general impacts of Hitler’s 
policy towards the Polish nation an important part of the arrangement, the gen-
eral subject of the exhibition is much broader and encompasses the martyrdom 
and suffering of the nation as such.
the Sinti and Roma exhibition “The Destruction of the European Roma” 
has been organized in Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum by the Documenta-
tion and Cultural Centre of the German Sinti and Roma in Heidelberg in coop-
eration with several other national Roma organizations from Poland, Austria 
and other countries and was opened in 2001. Unlike the other national exhi-
bitions (except the Shoah exhibition in block 27), it is not restricted to a single 
country but includes the fate of the Sinti and Roma as an ethnic minority, which 
was subject to mass annihilation under the Nazi regime. In the first part, the 
visitor is introduced to ideological and practical features of the suppression, 
discrimination and persecution of this ethnic minority in the 1930s. In the next 
step, several exhibition walls are dedicated to the fate of Sinti and Roma from 
different European countries in order to demonstrate the extent, to which the 
course of events and final fate depended on the politics and war situation of 
the respective countries. In contrary to the Polish exhibition, many family sto-
ries and personal photographs are displayed. Glass boards along one of the 
walls present the names of over 21,000 victims of the so-called “Gypsy fami-
ly camp” at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Due to its scope and subject, this exhibition 
can be perceived as the most “European” of all: Auschwitz is just one part of 
the whole process of discrimination, persecution and mass murder and one 
of the aims of the exhibition seems the emphasis of the individual faces and 
fates of the victims.
the French exhibition was inaugurated on the occasion of the 60th an-
niversary of the liberation on 27th January 2005 and was created as a result of 
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cooperation between the State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau, the Center for Con-
temporary Jewish Documentation and a number of national French archives. 
Unlike the 20-year older Polish exhibition, the main narrative evolves around six 
personal stories of Auschwitz prisoners from France, who are introduced in room 
no. 1 and re-appear in all other exhibition rooms in letters, personal documents 
and other archive materials as examples for the different stages of exclusion, per-
secution, torture and murder. The chosen protagonists are of different ages and 
social positions and were persecuted for different reasons. Among others, the 
sample includes Pierre Masse, an elderly Jewish lawyer deported to Auschwitz 
via the Drancy transit camp,44 Georgy Halpern, an infant protégé of the orphan-
age of Izieu45 and the non-Jewish French Communist resistance fighter Charlotte 
Delbo, who published a prominent report about her experiences after the war.46 
The exhibition also includes more general topics, like the Righteous Among the 
Nations and the French resistance movement against the Nazi occupation. The 
part on the resistance is critically entitled “Resistance – an active minority” and 
presents the range of attitudes towards the persecution of Jews within France 
under German occupation. The fate of French citizens at Auschwitz is the top-
ic of two separate rooms within the exhibition and includes the participation 
of French prisoners in the camp resistance organization. Also here, their pris-
oner category and different fates are emphasized and underlined with archival 
documents on the chart. With its multi-faceted approach and consideration of 
the difficult question of attitudes within society towards the Nazi persecution 
of the Jews – the full spectrum between denouncing and indifference to hero-
ism – the French exhibition from 2005 goes beyond a representation of the past 
and creates a basis for discussion about contemporary attitudes towards perse-
cution, discrimination and totalitarian systems.
44 The Drancy transit camp was the major transit camp for the deportations of Jews from France. 
Between 22nd June 1942 and 31st July 1944, approximately 65,000 Jews were deported in 64 trans-
ports. For about 61,000 of them, the final destination was Auschwitz-Birkenau. For more informa-
tion, see http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005215 (accessed: 26.02.2016).
45 The children of Izieu were a group of 44 Jewish children, who were hidden in a manor house 
in Izieu, France after the deportation of their parents. On the order of the Lyon Gestapo Head 
Officer Klaus Barbie, all children together with their 7 carers were deported to Auschwitz-Birke-
nau on 6th April 1944 and killed (only one caretaker survived the war). Contemporarily, the ma-
nor house hosts a museum in honor of the children of Izieu (http://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/
exhibitions/our_collections/until_the_last_jew/06.asp, accessed: 26.02.2016).
46 Charlotte Delbo (1913−1985) published a number of essays, poems and theater plays after the 
war. Her memories of Auschwitz were published in English in 1995 (Charlotte Delbo, Auschwitz 
and After, New Haven 1995).
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The three chosen national exhibitions – Polish (1985), Roma and Sinti 
(2001), and French (2005) – at the State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau provide 
an example of the changes over the last three decades. They show a shift from 
a top-down approach with a clear message in the Polish exhibition from the 
mid-1980s to forms of participation and choice and a focus on individual fates 
in the French and Roma exhibitions, including the participation of national insti-
tutions in the exhibition creation process. Especially the French exhibition, with 
its framework of individual victim stories and facultative multi-media options, 
shows patterns of an inclusive, democratized museum. The intensive participa-
tion of institutions on a national level in the creation of the exhibitions results 
in a large variety of narratives, focuses and approaches.
Narratives in Majdanek
The State Museum at Majdanek is organized around a plenary exhibition with 
different smaller units in the facilities of the former camp site and in the open-
air. Similarly to the main exhibition at Auschwitz, it had been changed sever-
al times since the late 1940s and was subject to manifold manipulations in the 
communist era, including the instrumentalization of certain aspects of camp 
life, the universalization of the victims’ identity and the focus on the mass 
character of the crimes instead of exposing individual fates.47 After a thorough 
modernization of the exhibition in 2008, the wording on the information boards 
has been adapted to meet contemporary knowledge and expectations of objec-
tivity and precision.
So far, the most recent and modern exhibition from 2014 covers one 
renovated barrack and is entitled “The Prisoners of Majdanek.” According 
to Krzysztof Banach, its main idea was to “present the Majdanek inmates as 
a community shaped by the conditions prevailing in the camp.”48 Personal sto-
ries of prisoners with different ethnic origins, denominations, genders, social 
positions and ages are in the center of the exhibition. Apart from info panels, 
the exhibition encompasses photographs, copies of archive documents and 
original exhibits, many of them shown to the public for the first time. Further-
more, visitors can chose which stories to follow among the presented individ-
ual fates. Via multimedia devices, chosen archive documents can be zoomed 
in on and studied. Apart from individual stories, the exhibition also tackles 
47 Krzysztof Banach, op. cit., p. 81.
48 Ibid., p. 88.
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problems like the resistance within the camp, survival strategies, relations be-
tween various prisoner groups and different reactions to the living conditions. 
Especially the latter aspects, as Banach notes, is particularly fundamental in 
the light of the manipulations in the past prior to 1989.49 At present (2016), the 
museum is working on a new permanent exhibition about the most important 
features of the camp’s history.50
The Majdanek State Museum is an interesting example of changes over 
time: from a means of Communist propaganda to a pattern based on careful 
language, inclusiveness and manifold stories and approaches. Although an in-
depth analysis of the exhibitions content will be possible only after the inaugu-
ration of the planned new permanent exhibition, the existing realization focused 
on the prisoners’ lives in the camp displays features of an invitation of visitors 
to create and negotiate meaning.
Narratives in Kulmhof
The museum at the former Nazi death camp Kulmhof located between Łódź and 
Poznań consists of two sites: the mass graves of the victims in the Rzuchowski 
forest and the museum buildings with an exhibition 3 km further in the village 
Chełmno, located on the site of the former death camp. The latter site shows only 
traces of the camp buildings. It includes the ruins of the palace, into which the 
victims were herded to undress before being loaded into the gas vans, a small 
outdoor exhibition on the Łódź ghetto51 and a renovated storehouse, which 
originally was part of the camp and now holds a basic exhibition with general 
information on the history of the site.52 Currently, conservation works on the 
49 Banach highlights the example of one of the earlier main exhibitions from 1954, which delib-
eratively excluded certain inmate groups in order to “relativize the narrative” and presented 
“only those inmates whose biographies were acceptable to the communist authorities. Thus, 
members of the underground resistance in the camp were exclusively proletarian anti-fascists 
(and certainly not representatives of the ‘treacherous’ Home Army).” Krzysztof Banach, op. cit., 
p. 89.
50 Ibid.
51 Kulmhof was the main place of murder of the Jews from the Łódź ghetto and the entire region 
(re-named as Reichsgau Wartheland), which was annexed to the Third Reich after the German 
invasion of Poland in 1939.
52 The exhibition displays objects found on the former camp site during archeological excava-
tions undertaken by in the Rzuchowski Forest (since 1986) and in the village of Chełmno (since 
1997), such as glasses, toothbrushes, keys and other personal items of the victims (http://www.
chelmno-muzeum.eu/en/museum/permanent-exhibition, accessed: 5.03.2016).
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ruins of the palace and a new permanent exhibition adapted to modern needs 
and based on contemporary trends in museology are planned.53 The latter will 
include more original artefacts found at the camp site during excavation works 
and a separate section on the pre-war life of the victims.54 The whole project 
will amount to approximately €1.4 million and will be financed by subsidies 
of the Regional Operational Programme for the Greater Poland Voivodship 
for the years 2015−20 (around €1.16 million) and means of the Marshal’s Office 
of the Wielkopolska Region.55
In 2015, an illustrated guidebook in Polish and English was published, 
which includes the most up to date knowledge and interpretation of the site’s 
history, including descriptions of all monuments and commemoration plaques 
on the original sites.56 
Citizenship and victimhood
With regards to the question of how far the nationality of prisoners and the dif-
ferent fates of prisoner categories during the Holocaust is exposed, the most 
important observation is delivered by the analysis of the national exhibition at 
Auschwitz. While the Polish exhibition from the mid-1980s is based on the fate 
of the “Polish nation,” it neither particularly exposes nor negates the fate of 
Polish Jews. The exhibition comprises a graphic chart entitled “German crimes 
1939−1945” with a map of Poland, which includes ghettos, Gestapo prisons, con-
centration camps, death camps and prisoners of war (POW) camps. The map 
emphasizes the scale of German crimes in Poland, therefore it includes not only 
gentile Polish victims, but also Jews.57 Moreover, this tendency is visible in the 
following text fragment of the exhibition:
53 Interview with the Head of the Museum Piotr Wąsowicz, 21st November 2015.
54 Statement of Anna Ziółkowska (Director of the Martyrological Museum in Żabikowo), in: Wie-
sław Wyskok, Nowe inwestycje mają zwiększyć liczbę odwiedzających b. obóz zagłady Kulmhof, http://
www.pap.pl/serwisy-zewnetrzne/csi/news,472572,nowe-inwestycje-maja-zwiekszyc-liczbe-
odwiedzajacych-b-oboz-zaglady-kulmhof.html (accessed: 10.04.2016). According to Ziółkow-
ska, the start of the construction works is planned for 2017.
55 Ibid.
56 See: Andrzej Grzegorczyk, Kulmhof. Death Camp in Chelmno­on­Ner. A Guide to a Place of Remem­
brance, Żabikowo 2015. 
57 The map shows places of the mass murder of Polish citizens (both Polish Catholics and Jews) 
under German occupation between 1939−45. As the exhibition title is “The Struggle and Mar-
tyrdom of the Polish Nation,” the map emphasizes the scale of the murder without differenti-
ating between gentiles and Jews.
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For the contemporary world KL Auschwitz is the symbol of the Holocaust – the 
mass extermination of the Jewish nation. However before the first transports 
of Jews were directed to the gas chambers, thousands of Poles as well as oth-
er nations representatives were killed in the camp.
While the Jewish fate is not negated or concealed in the texts provided 
at the Polish exhibition in Auschwitz, the authors differentiate between “Poles” 
and “Jews” and consider therefore neither Poles following the Jewish religion 
as Poles nor the national affiliation of the murdered Jew. The French national 
exhibition in contrast presents individual stories of six Auschwitz prisoners of 
different places of birth, religion, political affiliation and mother tongue (one 
of the protagonists is a Polish Jew, who emigrated to France in the 1930s). The 
common denominator is the place of residence within France in the pre-war 
years. In the case of the Roma exhibition, the natural common denominator is 
affiliation with the ethnic minority, regardless of the place of residence, mother 
tongue or sense of cultural belonging.
The State Museum at Majdanek took a step towards museological moder-
nity with the 2014 exhibition “The Prisoners of Majdanek”: for the first time in 
the long history of the museum, the different victim groups are presented on the 
basis of individual examples with their distinct position in the camp, opportu-
nities to act and react, survival chances and fate. As this institution has become 
a significant center of academic discussion on museum pedagogy, the perspec-
tives for the future permanent exhibition are promising. Unlike in the case of 
the national exhibitions at Auschwitz, which are realized in strong cooperation 
with – or mainly – by partner institutions from the respective countries, the con-
tents of the new exhibition of the State Museum at Majdanek was mainly devel-
oped by the museum itself.
In the case of the Kulmhof death camp, over 95 percent of the victims 
were Jews. This fact and the specific conditions of the Holocaust in the Warthe-
gau (annexed province of Poznań and the surrounding countryside) are central 
to the narrative of the museum. However, the fate of a few thousand Sinti and 
Roma murdered at Kulmhof is not yet contained in the exhibition, but the topic 
is included into the new planned main exhibition in future years.58
58 Interview with museum staff member Andrzej Grzegorczyk, 21st November 2015.
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Dissemination of European/universal values
In 2005, the Polish government established a special body at the Auschwitz-Birke-
nau State Museum for educational purposes – the International Center for Ed-
ucation about Auschwitz and the Holocaust (ICEAH).59 Its aim is education 
and commemoration for an international audience, based on the belief that the 
activities will “help people to better understand the challenges of the modern 
world.”60 The target audiences of the center are students, teachers, penitentia-
ry inmates (due to their exposure to violence and hatred) and holders of pub-
lic offices.61
One of the large-scale projects has been the Auschwitz Center for Geno-
cide Prevention Seminars (Raphael Lemkin Seminars, 2009−14) for governmen-
tal employees from all over the world.62 In 2015, 11,000 individuals participat-
ed in educational undertakings.63 Due to the manifold projects, workshops, 
online-lectures and publications, the clear mission of the center of transferring 
values reaches a broad international audiences and goes well beyond the trans-
fer of historical knowledge to the next generations.
The State Museum at Majdanek offers several workshop options for 
pupils and university students about different aspects of the life and suffer-
ing in the camp. In 2015, the museum participated in the project “Culture 
Available,” financed by the Polish Ministry of Culture and National Heritage, 
which included free of charge museum lessons on the Holocaust, the camp it-
self, Jewish tradition and Polish-Jewish relations for school classes from little 
villages in rural areas. The latter two topics go beyond history lessons at the 
memorial site.
At the Museum of the Former Kulmhof Death Camp in Chełmno on Ner, 
the lectures and workshops which are offered for organized groups at different 
ages, include not only facts about the camp but also more general contexts of 
59 The project originates from an initiative of two prominent former Auschwitz prisoners – Simone 
Weil and Władysław Bartoszewski.
60 Original statement of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum on its website, http://auschwitz.
org/en/education/iceah-general-information/ (accessed: 29.01.2016). 
61 Annual Museum Report of the State Museum Auschwitz­Birkenau for 2015, www.auschwitz.org (ac-
cessed: 31.01.2016), p. 32.
62 The seminars focus on the topic of genocide, its prevention as well as the crimes and commem-
oration at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum. In 2014, over 50 diplomats from all over the 
world (including Argentina, Georgia, Laos, Malaysia, South Sudan, Tanzania, Tunisia and Ve-
nezuela) participated in the two editions of the project.
63 Report 2015. Auschwitz­Birkenau State Museum, op. cit., p. 34.
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human rights. Examples are the workshop “Human rights yesterday and now-
adays. The children of the Łódź ghetto” and the museum lectures “Superhe-
roes – a story about people, who discovered the Holocaust” and “Why is it so 
hard to believe that ‘people doomed people to this fate’?”64
conclusions
Holocaust memory as a transnational phenomenon is diverse and differs with-
in and outside of Europe from nation to nation (or even from region to region). 
Therefore, a completely unified memory is impossible and presumably not even 
desirable. What Europe needs, is – as I argue – a common meaningful denomi-
nator for the whole European Union. In my opinion, this role could be played by 
universal values deduced from the horrors of the past. The latest developments 
in the fields of supranational cooperation, exhibitions and educational activi-
ties in the analyzed museums are in line with the central values of the  European 
Union: namely human rights and individual freedom, based on the EU concept 
“Unity in diversity.” This perfectly corresponds with the goals of contemporary 
memorial pedagogy, which according to Wysok is a
form of social and political education, it accentuates the necessity for a crit-
ical confrontation of history, it combines the commemoration of the victims 
of the Nazi dictatorship with the creation of behavior patterns and values ap-
preciated in democratic societies.65
The new memory culture, which Assmann has described in-depth, per-
ceives commemoration as a cultural good and a powerful means against recur-
rences of violence.66
The transformation of the memory culture began in Poland just after 1989 
with the re-establishment of a democratic and sovereign Polish state. A con-
densed and accelerated development in that field can be traced since the Polish 
EU accession (2004). Since then, new museum-cemeteries have opened (Bełżec) 
64 These are regular workshops and museum lessons offered by the museum, which can be booked 
by groups.
65 Wiesław Wysok, ”Edukacja w muzeach upamiętniania…,” op. cit., p. 40−68.
66 Aleida Assmann, „Wprowadzenie: o krytyce, popularności i adekwatności terminu ‘pamięć’” 
in: Między historią a pamięcią…, op. cit, p. 11.
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or were radically changed (Kulmhof), exhibitions were gradually renovated 
and brought up to date (a number of national exhibitions at Auschwitz and Maj-
danek) and significant educational initiatives were launched (with the Inter-
national Center for Education about Auschwitz and the Holocaust as the most 
well-known one).
During the period 2000−15, the aftermath of the ground-breaking debates 
on Jan Tomasz Gross’ books Neighbors67 and Fear68 on anti-Semitism and hostil-
ity among parts of Polish society during the Holocaust, a large variety of text-
books, seminars, conferences and projects on teaching about the Holocaust has 
been launched all over the country. This trend manifests both the significance 
of Holocaust-related topics within the public discourse in general and the rising 
openness in Poland to confront dark chapters of the own past.
With respect to the contemporary exhibitions at the three museums (Au-
schwitz, Majdanek, Kulmhof) a clear tendency towards the involvement of 
the visitor in the process of understanding, making sense and interpretation 
of the presented contents can be detected. The new trends and developments 
can be classified in two categories. The first shift, from a top-down transfer of 
knowledge and emotional, martyrological contents during Communist times to 
a Europeanized, value-based narrative, fulfills the vision of Krzysztof Banach 
from the Majdanek State Museum, who sees the role of contemporary memorial 
pedagogy at former concentration camp sides in the creation of “attitudes and 
social behaviours characteristic of open democratic societies, such as tolerance, 
respect for diversity and civic responsibility.”69
Moreover, a shift can be observed in the language used within exhibitions 
and official publications since 1989. Instead of an ideologically biased message 
insisting on Polish martyrdom and communist heroism in the struggle against 
fascism, new exhibitions are characterized by much more careful language, an 
aspiration to greater objectivism and proportionality. Multi-language guides and 
materials as well as international projects and an increasing number of visitors 
from abroad go in line with the trend of Europeanization and globalization of 
Holocaust memory. Assmann sums up what contemporary memorial pedagogy 
and commemoration politics potentially might be able to provide:
67 Jan Tomasz Gross, Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland, Prince-
ton–Oxford 2001. Polish edition: Sąsiedzi. Zagłada żydowskiego miasteczka, Sejny 2000.
68 Jan Tomasz Gross, Fear. Anti­Semitism in Poland after Auschwitz, New Haven 2006. Polish edition: 
Strach. Antysemityzm w Polsce tuż po wojnie. Historia moralnej zapaści, Kraków 2008.
69 Krzysztof Banach, op. cit., p. 97.
Elisabeth Büttner
260
If you identify memory with the concentration on the past, you ignore the 
transformative power of memory, which is nowadays used in transforma-
tion processes from authoritarian to democratic states. This is a new form of 
commemoration, which does not exclusively – just as earlier (and still from 
time to time) – refer to own heroism and suffering. Thanks to the fact that 
contemporary memory culture includes responsibility for the own guilt and 
empathy towards the suffering of others, the burden of history can turn into 
a value for the future.70
A final matter to discuss is the contemporary and preferable focus of Ho-
locaust commemoration on the regional, national and supranational level. The 
question of what should be remembered is answered differently in Germany, 
Poland, France and elsewhere. In order to provide a common platform for var-
ious forms of commemoration, the European Union has introduced a Europe-
an Holocaust Remembrance Day (27th January, since 2005),71 an European Re-
membrance Day of the Righteous (6th March, since 2013) and an European Day 
of Remembrance for Victims of Stalinism and Nazism (23rd August, since 2011). 
Especially on Holocaust Remembrance Day, which is celebrated on the day of 
the anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, media attention is to a large de-
gree focused on Auschwitz itself. However, as Auschwitz has been functioning 
as the symbol of the Holocaust for many years already, this focus is a logical 
consequence of media coverage and common knowledge in and outside of Eu-
rope. Although this very one-sided media narrative narrows knowledge about 
the Holocaust as historical phenomena down to one aspect (Auschwitz-Birkenau 
as a mass killing site of over 1 million Jews from all over Europe), the symbolic 
power of the barbed wire fences and red brick entrance building at the Birkenau 
site should not be underestimated. Thanks to this international attention, the 
symbols of Auschwitz – such as the piles of shoes and other belongings of the 
murdered, the victim’s hair, the execution wall in the main camp and the foun-
dations of the crematoria at Birkenau – are known almost everywhere in the 
world and with them the pledge: “Never again.”
70 Aleida Assmann, ”Wprowadzenie: o krytyce, popularności i adekwatności terminu ‘pamięć’,” 
op. cit, pp. 14−15. 
71 On the same day, the UN also celebrates the International Holocaust Remembrance Day.
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